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ABSORBENT MATERIAL AND METHOD 
FOR MAKING SAME 

CROSS REFERENCES 

“This application is a division of application Ser. No. 
08/629,975, ?led Apr. 9, 1996 now US. Pat. No. 5,677,028. 

GOVERNMENT RIGHTS 

None 

BACKGROUND 

This invention generally relates to an absorbent material, 
and more particularly concerns an absorbent material for use 
in reusable adsorbent articles for the absorption of body 
?uids as in medical or hygienic absorbents, for example in 
incontinence products, surgical dressings and sanitary prod 
ucts. 

Absorbent materials are commonly characteriZed by their 
capacity to absorb large quantities of ?uid per unit Weight of 
material. A high degree of ?uid retention is also 
advantageous, so that absorbed ?uid is not easily released 
When the product is subjected to external pressure, a phe 
nomenon knoWn as “Wetting back.” Wetting back occurs 
When pressure is exerted onto an absorbent material Wherein 
?uids absorbed in the material ?oW back to and re-Wet the 
surface of the material. Where an absorbent material exhibits 
a high degree of ?uid retention and no Wetting back, the 
moisture stays trapped Within the absorbent material and 
does not again contact the user. 

Generally, absorbent materials exhibiting a high absor 
bent capacity are available as disposable products. Dispos 
able products have heretofore proven capable of trapping 
?uids Within the material and aWay from the user With no 
“Wetting back.” The effect is the user stays dry even after 
?uid is released. 

Reusable absorbent materials commonly comprise textile 
fabrics due to the requirement that the materials must be 
Washed and dried betWeen uses. Reusable absorbent prod 
ucts have in the past been unremarkable in terms of their 
absorbent capacity. It is true that absorbent materials includ 
ing hydrophilic ?bers tend to absorb a lot of ?uid. HoWever, 
When ?uid is absorbed by and Wets fabric comprising 
hydrophilic ?bers, there arises a tendency in hydrophilic 
?bers to lose strength and collapse causing the fabric to mat 
doWn. Void space in the fabric is thereby lost, reducing 
thickness and limiting the further amount of ?uid Which can 
be absorbed. Thus, even though the use of hydrophilic ?bers 
enhances absorbency, absorbent materials including hydro 
philic ?bers tend to have less than optimum absorbency due 
to Wet collapse. 

Because of the proclivity of reusable absorbent materials 
to Wet collapse, reusable absorbent materials tend to Wet 
back, especially under compression. Since absorbed ?uid 
may be forced out of reusable absorbent material by 
pressure, reusable absorbent products have been unable to 
produce a stay-dry effect With no Wetting back. 

Further, reusable absorbent products have proven to be 
uncomfortable. When a material comprising textile fabrics 
gets Wet it stays Wet throughout its entire thickness so that 
if a user Wearing an incontinence garment releases ?uid, the 
Wet fabric stays against the user’s skin. 

Hence reusable absorbent products have heretofore not 
been accepted as a satisfactory replacement for disposable 
absorbent products. 

For the foregoing reasons, there is a need for a reusable 
absorbent material exhibiting a high degree of absorbency 
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2 
for removing ?uid from the surface of the absorbent material 
and aWay from the user’s skin. The material must move the 
liquid rapidly and permanently aWay from the surface With 
no Wetting back thereby providing a dry surface against the 
user. The reusable absorbent material having this stay-dry 
effect must also be easy to manufacture. 

SUMMARY 

An absorbent material having features of the present 
invention Which satis?es these needs comprises a ?ber Web 
including a blend of ?bers, the ?ber blend comprising from 
about 50 to about 75 Weight percent of a ?ber having 
?neness less than about 3 denier and from about 25 to about 
50 Weight percent of a ?ber having ?neness ranging from 
about 3 to about 5 denier, based on a total Weight of the 
blend, Wherein the ?ber Web is bonded together by ?ber 
bundles transverse to the plane of the Web. The ?ber blend 
comprising the absorbent material may further comprise 
from about 3 to about 7 percent by Weight of a ?ber having 
?neness greater than about 5 denier, based on a total Weight 
of the blend. The ?bers comprising the ?ber blend may be 
entirely hydrophobic, or the about 3 to about 5 denier ?ber 
may be hydrophilic. 
The present invention ful?lls the needs in the art by also 

providing a method for making an absorbent material, the 
method comprising the steps of forming a ?ber Web, the 
?ber Web comprising from about 50 to about 75 percent by 
Weight of a ?ber having ?neness less than about 3 denier and 
from about 25 to about 50 percent by Weight of a ?ber 
having ?neness ranging from about 3 to about 5 denier, 
based on a total Weight of the blend, and mechanically 
bonding the Web providing ?ber bundles transverse to the 
plane of the Web. Alternatively, the ?ber Web forming step 
may comprise forming a Web including from about 50 to 
about 75 percent by Weight of a ?ber having ?neness less 
than about 3 denier, from about 25 to about 50 percent by 
Weight of a ?ber having ?neness ranging from about 3 to 
about 5 denier, and from about 3 to about 7 percent by 
Weight of a ?ber having ?neness greater than about 5 denier, 
based on a total Weight of the blend. The mechanical 
bonding step preferably comprises needle punching Which 
may be suitably carried out in accordance With the present 
invention at a needle punch density ranging from about 700 
to about 900 penetrations per square inch. Further, the 
method may further comprise the step of cross-lapping the 
Web to from a layered batt having at least about 8 layers such 
that the Weight of the material is about 8 to about 16 ounces 
per square yard. 

The present invention also overcomes the draWbacks of 
using reusable absorbent products through the provision of 
an absorbent article including an outer layer and an absor 
bent layer disposed against the outer layer, the absorbent 
layer comprising a ?ber Web including a blend of ?bers, the 
?ber blend comprising from about 50 to about 75 Weight 
percent of a ?ber having ?neness less than about 3 denier 
and from about 25 to about 50 Weight percent of a ?ber 
having ?neness ranging from about 3 to about 5 denier, 
based on a total Weight of the blend, Wherein the ?ber Web 
is bonded together by ?ber bundles transverse to the plane 
of the Web. The outer layer may be ?uid impermeable and 
gas permeable or slip-resistant. The absorbent article may 
further comprise a body-side layer Wherein the absorbent 
layer is disposed betWeen the outer layer and the body-side 
layer. In such construction, the body-side layer and the 
absorbent layer can be held together by stitch means de?n 
ing a quilted construction. 

Accordingly, it is an object of the present invention to 
provide a neW absorbent material having one or more of the 
novel features as set forth above or hereinafter shoWn or 
described. 
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It is another object of the present invention to provide a 
method for making a neW absorbent material having one or 
more of the novel features as set forth above or hereinafter 
shoWn or described. 

Further it is an object of the present invention to provide 
an absorbent material and a method for making same Which 
material exhibits a high degree of ?uid retention. 
A related object of the present invention is to provide an 

absorbent material and a method for making same Which 
does not Wet back even under compression. 

Still further it is an object of the present invention to 
provide an absorbent material and a method for making the 
same Which rapidly and permanently removes ?uid aWay 
from the surface to the inner portion of the material. 

Still another object of the present invention is to provide 
an absorbent material and method for making same Which 
provides the user thereof With a stay dry effect after a release 
of ?uid. 

Moreover an object of the present invention is to provide 
an absorbent material With a high absorbent capacity. 

Yet another object of the present invention is to provide an 
absorbent material and a method for making same for use as 
a reusable absorbent article. 

Also an object of the present invention is to provide a 
simple manufacturing method for making the neW absorbent 
material of the present invention. 
A feature of the present invention is the ?ber blend used. 

A high percentage of a ?ne denier ?ber is employed to 
provide surface area for ?uid absorbency and retention. Also 
included in the blend is a medium denier ?ber Which acts as 
a carrying ?ber for the ?ne ?ber during processing and 
provides structural integrity to the ?nished material. Asmall 
percentage of coarse ?ber may be added to the blend to 
further enhance the structural integrity of the material and 
provide resistance to Wet collapse and Wetting back. 

Another feature of the present invention is the ?ber 
bundles transverse to the plane of the Web formed during the 
mechanical bonding of the Web. The ?ber bundles function 
as Wicks for transferring ?uid from the surface of the 
material to the inner portion of the material. The ?ber 
bundles also act as support structures resisting compression 
of the bulk ?ber matrix thereby maintaining void space and 
absorbent surface area Within the material, even When Wet. 

The absorbent material of the present invention is highly 
absorbent. At the same time, We have observed that the 
material shoWs the ability to quickly remove ?uid from the 
surface of the absorbent material and retain the ?uid aWay 
from the user’s skin even under pressure. The material does 
not Wet back resulting in a dry surface against the user 
shortly after ?uid release. The method of making the absor 
bent material of the present invention is a simple, ef?cient 
productive manufacturing process. Moreover, the material 
may be incorporated into any number of absorbent articles, 
is reusable and is strong enough to Withstand numerous 
Washings. 

These and other objects, features and advantages of the 
present invention Will become apparent upon reading the 
folloWing detailed description and appended claims. 

DESCRIPTION 

The present invention is an absorbent material comprising 
a non-Woven ?ber blend. The material comprises one or 
more intimately blended ?ber Web layers formed by carding 
and cross-lapping. The Web is mechanically bound by needle 
punching to a predetermined thickness and density through 
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4 
a proper combination of overall ?ber Weight and needle 
punch density. The interior portion of the needle punched 
material comprises a substantial majority of ?bers extending 
generally in the horiZontal plane of the material. Needle 
punching produces a plurality of ?ber bundles extending in 
a direction generally transverse, or vertical, to the plane of 
the material for transporting ?uid on the surface to the 
interior portion of the material. The ?nished product of the 
present invention is a non-Woven absorbent material having 
a heretofore unseen level of absorbency. 

The absorbent material in accordance With the present 
invention may be constituted Wholly by hydrophobic ?bers, 
particularly ?bers Which are inherently hydrophobic 
throughout, or a mixture of hydrophobic and hydrophilic 
?bers. More speci?cally, the absorbent material comprises a 
?ber blend including from about 50% to about 100% hydro 
phobic ?bers, and from about 0% to about 50% of a naturally 
hydrophilic ?ber. 
The hydrophobic ?bers may be natural hydrophobic ?bers 

or synthetic staple ?bers such as polyethylene, 
polypropylene, nylon and the like. For use in the present 
invention, the hydrophobic ?ber must be strong, both Wet 
and dry. Preferably, polyester ?bers are used as the hydro 
phobic ?ber. A synthetic hydrophobic ?ber, such as 
polyester, oWes any inherent hydrophilicity to surface ten 
sion. Use of hydrophobic ?bers in the material of the present 
invention results in a very resilient structure Which main 
tains its loft When Wet thereby providing void space and 
surface area Within the material for ?uid absorbance. 

The hydrophobic ?bers may be treated With a hydrophilic 
?nish, Which ?nish may be applied to the hydrophobic ?ber 
during ?ber draWing or ?ber blending. A suitable hydro 
philic ?nish for use in the draWing operation of the present 
invention is available from Goulstan in Monroe, NC, 
USA, under the name NF 2344. For use in the ?ber 
blending operation, a hydrophilic ?nish referred to as Lurol 
4126 is also available from Goulstan. Alternatively, pre?n 
ished ?bers may be purchased from a supplier. It is under 
stood that even though the hydrophobic ?ber has been 
coated With a hydrophilic ?nish, the hydrophobic ?ber 
remains inherently hydrophobic. 
The naturally hydrophilic ?bers are preferably rayon 

?bers, or viscose, but may also be any other naturally 
hydrophilic ?bers such as cotton ?bers, pulp ?bers, and the 
like, or mixtures thereof. 
The ?ber Web manufactured in accordance With the 

invention is formed from a homogenous blend of the above 
?bers comprising ?ne denier ?ber and medium denier ?ber. 
Preferably, the ?ne denier ?ber is less than about 3 denier 
and, ideally, the ?ne denier ?ber is as ?ne as possible. 
HoWever, use of ?ber having extreme ?neness becomes 
prohibitively expensive. Thus, the loWer limit for the ?ne 
denier ?ber is someWhat limited by practicality and cost. 
The ?ne ?bers comprise a major proportion of the blend, 

ranging from about 50% to about 75% by Weight of the 
blend, based on a total Weight of the blend, preferably from 
about 60% to about 70%, and more preferably about 70% of 
the blend by Weight. The ?ne denier ?ber provides the basic 
structure of the fabric and is the primary absorbent ?ber in 
the blend. Having a major proportion of ?ne denier ?ber 
enhances the number of interstices and surface area Within 
the blend for holding ?uid thereby contributing to inter?ber 
absorption. When the ?ne denier ?ber is beloW about 50% 
of the blend by Weight, the absorbent capacity of the 
resulting fabric is reduced. HoWever, above about 75% of 
the blend by Weight the void space Within the fabric becomes 
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signi?cantly reduced diminishing the ability of the ?uid to 
move through the fabric. Production rate and the cost of 
manufacturing are also adversely affected. A suitable ?ber 
for use as the ?ne ?ber is sold as Type 54 polyester by 
DuPont de Nemours, Inc., of Wilmington, Del., USA. 

The medium denier ?ber has a ?neness ranging from 
about 3 denier to about 5 denier, and preferably has a 
?neness of about 3 denier. The medium denier ?ber com 
prises from about 25% to about 50% by Weight of the blend, 
based on a total Weight of the blend, preferably from about 
25% to about 30%, and more preferably about 30% of the 
blend by Weight. In the present invention, the primary 
function of the medium denier ?ber is as a “carrying ?ber” 
to provide structural support to the ?ne denier ?ber during 
processing. When the medium denier ?ber is beloW about 
25% of the blend by Weight, there is a reduction in produc 
tivity. Above about 50%, productivity is improved but ?ber 
surface area available for absorption in the form of the ?ne 
denier ?bers is sacri?ced. The medium denier ?ber also has 
some of the attributes of the ?ne denier ?bers, providing 
absorbency to the material, and contributes to the structural 
support of the ?nished absorbent material. A ?ber suitable 
for use as the medium denier ?ber is Type 794 polyester 
available from DuPont de Nemours, Inc., of Wilmington, 
Del., U.S.A. 

Alternatively, the medium denier ?ber may comprise a 
naturally hydrophilic ?ber. The ?ber blend including natu 
rally hydrophilic medium denier ?bers is primarily intended 
for use as a component of body Worn products. As noted 
above, naturally hydrophilic ?ber tends to assimilate 
released ?uid, Which is more suitable for a body Worn 
component because the absorbed ?uid has even less ten 
dency to Wet back. A suitable natural hydrophilic material is 
rayon Which is available from Foss Manufacturing 
Company, Inc. of Hampton, NH, USA. 

In accordance With the present invention, the ?ber blend 
may further comprise a coarse denier ?ber having a ?neness 
of at least about 5 denier. The coarse denier ?ber, although 
only a small proportion of the blend, adds to the structural 
integrity of the ?nished product by providing compression 
resistance thereby maintaining the loft of the product, espe 
cially When Wet. This is knoWn as gauge retention or 
“scaffolding”. A ?ber having a denier less than about 5 does 
not provide suf?cient structural support to the resulting 
material. HoWever, When using thick ?bers, the structural 
bene?ts of the thicker ?ber are outWeighed by the loss of 
handleability of the Web. 

The coarse denier ?ber comprises the smallest proportion 
of the ?ber blend, ranging from about 3% to about 7% by 
Weight of the blend, based on a total Weight of the blend, 
preferably from about 4% to about 6%, and more preferably 
about 5% of the blend by Weight. When the coarse denier 
?ber is above about 7% of the blend by Weight, the fabric as 
a Whole loses surface area for absorption. BeloW about 3% 
by Weight, the bene?ts of structural integrity provided by the 
coarse ?ber is reduced. Preferably the coarse ?bers are 
polyester, thereby hydrophobic by nature and unaffected by 
?uid and possessing good Wet strength. Thus, the coarse 
?bers tend to oppose any Wet collapse or compressive forces 
for the prevention of Wet back, and maintain the gauge of the 
product conserving void spaces Within the fabric for absorp 
tion. The particular ?ber used for the coarse fabric is 
available from Foss Manufacturing Company, Inc. of 
Hampton, N.H., U.S.A., under the name of White 550 
polyester. 

The ?bers comprising the ?ber blend have lengths suit 
ably ranging from about 1.5 inches to about 4 inches, 
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6 
preferably from about 1.5 inches to about 3 inches, and more 
preferably about 3 inches. Length is important from a 
processing standpoint. Above about 4 inches the ?ber is too 
long for needle punching and tends to pull out or break, 
shredding the fabric and creating lint and dust. BeloW about 
1.5 inches, the structural integrity of the ?ber decreases. 
The method of making the absorbent material of the 

present invention comprises forming a non-Woven ?ber Web 
comprising a blend of the above ?bers and subjecting the 
Web to mechanical bonding providing ?ber bundles trans 
verse to the plane of the Web. Thereafter, the Web may 
optionally be subjected to heat treatment by rolling over a 
heated calendar roll to heat shrink and tighten the surface 
?bers. The latter step does not enhance the absorbent per 
formance of the product. 
The non-Woven ?ber Web may be formed from the ?ber 

blend by Well-knoWn methods, such as for eXample, using 
carding techniques. The Web can be cross-lapped to provide 
a Web With a plurality of layers having a predetermined 
combined Weight. In the production of the absorbent mate 
rial of the present invention, the Web has betWeen about 8 
layers and about 16 layers, preferably betWeen about 12 
layers and about 14 layers and more preferably about 13 
layers. Of course Web-making is susceptible to numerous 
variations. For eXample, although carded Webs are described 
in the present process, it is understood that carded Webs can 
be preformed and supplied as rolls of preformed Webs. 
Non-Woven Webs, other than carded Webs Which have been 
formed by air laying, garnetting, and similar processes 
knoWn in the art, can also be employed. 

The Web is mechanically bound, preferably by subjecting 
the Web to a needling punching operation. As is knoWn in the 
art, needle punching is a form of mechanical bonding 
Wherein a multiplicity of rapidly reciprocating barbed 
needles are driven a controlled distance through a base Web 
thereby reinforcing the Web. The barbed needles have a 
portion close to the point of the needle Which is free from 
barbs and another portion Which is provided With barbs. 
Small bundles of ?bers Within the Web are caught on the 
barbs during the forWard or reverse movement, respectively, 
of the needle, or both depending on the type of needle used, 
and are either pushed forWard or draWn backWard through 
the Web thereby forming numerous small loci of ?ber 
entanglement. As the needles move aWay from the base Web 
the ?ber bundles slide clear of the needle barbs Without 
untangling the transverse interlocked ?ber bonds. 

The mechanical bonding step of the method according to 
the present invention may be carried out on any type of 
conventional needle punch loom. The loom may needle 
punch either from above or from beloW, or a combination of 
the tWo. Preferably, the needle punching operation according 
to the present invention is performed from both sides using 
an up-punch loom and a doWn-punch loom. Although any 
needle punching con?guration used for needle punch lines 
or operations can be used, this preferred process results in 
only one pass to needle both sides. 
The needle punching process results in needles penetrat 

ing the surfaces of the ?ber Web and carrying ?ber bundles 
transversely through the Web. The needle punching may be 
carried to similar penetration depths on each side of the Web 
so that a symmetrical absorbent material is obtained, or 
different penetrations depths may be used. The purpose of 
the needle punching step is to bind the Web layers together 
and provide a structure having a reduced gauge With binding 
?ber bundles extending inWardly in a direction generally 
transverse to the plane of the Web for holding the layers 
together. 
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The particular effects of the needle punching operation, 
and speci?cally the density of the needle punched material, 
can be controlled, as is known in the art, by adjusting the 
needle punch density, depth of needle penetration, needle 
type, ?ber type and the proportion of ?bers. Generally, the 
preferred ?nished density of the absorbent material of the 
present invention provides for a very loose construction. 
While needle punching at a higher density, that is, more 
needle penetrations per square inch, Will generally 
strengthen the material, a higher needle punching density 
also produces greater compaction of the absorbent material 
resulting in a decrease of overall absorbent capacity. The 
resulting structure also becomes more rigid resulting in 
discomfort to the user. HoWever, there is a point Where the 
material Will lose its integrity if needled too loosely. Thus, 
the preferred density is that density Which results in a 
material Which has suf?cient structural integrity for its use as 
a reusable component of an absorbent product With maxi 
mum interior void space and surface area for absorption 
Wherein maximum absorption capacity is achieved. 

For the purposes of the present invention, the needle 
punch density utiliZed is betWeen about 700 and about 900 
penetrations per square inch, preferably betWeen about 750 
and about 850 penetrations per square inch, and more 
preferably about 840 penetrations per square inch. Above 
about 900 penetrations per square inch, the material is 
needle punched too densely reducing the interior void vol 
ume and associated absorbency. Conversely, beloW about 
700 penetrations per square inch, the material is needle 
punched too loosely and the bene?t of increased absorbency 
is offset by the lack of internal bond strength needed to hold 
the material together. 

It is understood that a tremendous variety of needles are 
available and that the needle punch density effect described 
above could be achieved any number of Ways using different 
needle types. For example, suitable needles for the purposes 
of the present invention include about 38 gauge to about 40 
gauge regular barb felting needles for use in the doWn-punch 
loom, and about 38 gauge to about 40 gauge closed barb 
felting needles in the up-punch loom. 
As discussed above, during the needle punching process 

?bers in the plane of the Web engaged by the needle barbs 
are carried by the barbs and redistributed to the vertical axis, 
While those ?bers Which the needles do not strike remain 
substantially in their original orientation. The inner or 
middle portion of the material thus has a majority of ?bers 
substantially in the plane of the Web. The inner portion also 
tends to remain very loose so that the material is capable of 
absorbing and holding ?uid. The horiZontal orientation of 
the ?bers acts to trap the ?uid and positively move ?uid on 
a longitudinal axis horiZontally through the material rather 
than puddling and causing a Wet area. 

The ?bers Which are redistributed vertically by needling 
extend through the material and serve as Wicks along Which 
?uid may be carried from the outer surface of the absorbent 
material into the inner portion. These ?ber bundles act as 
capillaries When moisture is present on the surface. Because 
the bundles essentially stand vertically through the pad, they 
carry the liquid doWn into the horiZontally oriented ?bers. 
The Wicks thus function to enhance ?uid transfer betWeen 
the surface and the interior of the material. Fibers laying in 
the horiZontal plane of the fabric rapidly transfer the ?uid 
longitudinally throughout the pad thereby spreading the 
?uid throughout the material. Thus, the ?uid is taken from 
the top surface by the vertical ?ber bundles and into the core 
of the material Where it then moves out laterally. In effect, 
vertical ?uid pathWays access horiZontal ?uid pathWays to 
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provide absorbency to the material. Because the vertical 
?ber bundles act as Wicks to guide the ?uid from the outside 
layer to the inner portion of the material, the outside layer 
effectively remains dry even after ?uid is released by the 
user. 

While the preferred method for mechanically bonding the 
?ber Web in preparing the absorbent material of the present 
invention is needle punching, it is understood that needle 
punching is not the only means by Which ?bers from Within 
the ?brous layer can be caused to form the Wicks in 
accordance With the invention. For example, Wicks can be 
formed by means for quilting, stitch bonding, air jets or 
hydroentanglement, using very high pressure Water jets 
directed at one or both free faces of superimposed ?brous 
Webs. In any case, the purpose is to bond the Web forming 
vertical ?ber bundles to transfer liquid to the interior portion 
of the material Where the liquid is transported from the point 
of discharge throughout the material. The vertical ?ber 
bundles also provide structural support to the ?nished mate 
rial to keep the material from collapsing, even When Wet. 
This compression resistance maintains the void space and 
?ber surface area Within the pad Which results in more 
volume available for ?uid absorbance. Through the com 
bined effect of the vertical bundles providing structural 
integrity and ?uid transfer into the interior of the fabric and 
the horiZontal ?ber layers spreading ?uid throughout the 
inside of the fabric, Wet back is prevented even under 
pressure because the ?uid remains trapped Within the mate 
rial. As noted above, use of hydrophobic ?bers in the ?ber 
blend, and particularly the coarse ?bers, also adds to the 
compression resistance and helps maintain the structure of 
the material during use, especially When the material 
becomes Wet. 

The absorbent material of the present invention has a 
?nished Weight of about 10 to about 15 ounces per square 
yard, preferably about 12 to about 14 ounces per square 
yard, and more preferably about 13 ounces per square yard. 
The thickness of the ?nished product largely depends on 

the loom con?guration and needle length. Although, if 
needle punched too thinly, the material is less absorbent and 
the ability to provide structural integrity to the material 
through needle punching is lessened. If needle punched too 
thickly, the needle punching becomes less ef?cient and the 
material loses the bene?ts of the vertical bundles for moving 
the ?uid to the interior region. The thickness of the absorbent 
material of the present invention can range from about 0.130 
inches to about 0.230 inches, and is preferably about 0.18 
inches. 

Optionally, the needle punched Web may also be subjected 
to a heated cylinder roll, Which is suitably carried out by 
passing the Web sloWly over a heated calendar roll to press 
and smooth one surface. The hot roll tends to provide a 
smooth lint free surface Which is important in some appli 
cations. The ?ber thereafter has a noticeable difference in 
tightness, and good drape and handle. Without heat, the 
fabric is prone to have a more loose surface. The heat 
treatment also helps in the shrinkage of the ?bers for 
improved overall durability of the fabric and protects against 
post-use shrinkage. Heat setting or preshrinking of the 
material adds to its longevity because it prevents any chance 
of the fabric deforming in laundering or drycleaning opera 
tions Which alloWs marketing of a product by siZe Without 
fear of shrinking during use and reuse. Exposure to the 
heated calendar roll, hoWever, does not enhance the absor 
bent performance of the material. 

The absorption capacity of a material is typically mea 
sured as a percentage of its original Weight after the fabric 



5,879,487 
9 

is saturated With a physiological saline solution. Excess 
liquid is allowed to run off for a given period, and then the 
?nished piece is Weighed and the difference betWeen the 
Weight of the ?nished piece and the Weight of the saturated 
piece as a percentage of its original Weight is calculated as 
a measure of absorbency. It is unusual to ?nd a non-Woven 
absorbent product having an absorption capacity consis 
tently above 800%. We have observed that the material of 
the present invention has an absorption capacity of at least 
800%, and has achieved absorption capacities of about 
1300%. For example, a 36-inch square piece of material 
Weighing 13 ounces per square yard can absorb about one 
hundred thirty ounces (130 oZ.) by Weight of ?uid. In other 
Words, the 36-square inch piece of material incorporated into 
a garment or bed pad can absorb about one gallon, more ?uid 
than most users can discharge in a day. 

The absorbent material of the present invention may be 
used in any number of absorbent articles and products, either 
alone or as a composite. In one aspect, the reusable absor 
bent material of the present invention may be incorporated 
into a ?nal product for use in medical or hygienic adsorbents 
for the absorption of body ?uids, for example in inconti 
nence products especially undergarments and briefs, baby 
diapers, absorbent pads, surgical dressings and sanitary 
products. 

At a minimum, absorbent articles comprise a layer of 
absorbent material. The articles may also be provided With 
a moisture impervious outer layer to protect clothing or 
Whatever object in the physical surroundings Which the 
article may contact. The outer layer is typically a plastic 
sheet, such as polyethylene or propylene, Which is normally 
stitched or adhesively attached to the material. Alternatively, 
an impermeable outer layer may be applied as a hot liquid 
as a ?nal step in the method of making the absorbent 
material of the present invention. In this application step, hot 
liquid urethane or vinyl is coated on a surface of the material 
folloWing the needle punching or can rolling step. The 
urethane or vinyl is alloWed to cool forming an impermeable 
surface on the absorbent material. The material of the 
present invention thus demonstrates the unique structural 
strength and heat resistance to accommodate this process 
Without burning, melting or shrinking. 

Preferably, the outer layer material, in addition to being 
?uid impermeable, is also gas permeable. In this 
con?guration, the absorbent article is rendered “breathable.” 
The term “breathable” as used herein means that the gas 
permeable outer layer alloWs passive air?oW through the 
article permitting air to freely associate With the layers of the 
article. Any suitable material exhibiting ?uid impermeable, 
gas permeable properties may be used. Preferably the mate 
rial is lightWeight to facilitate the handling of the absorbent 
article. An example of a material usable as the outer layer is 
GORETEX® Which is manufactured by and available from 
W. L. Gore Company of Elkton, Md., USA. The breathable 
outer layer, by alloWing passive air?oW through the absor 
bent article, facilitates drying of the material and reduces 
heat build-up near the user’s skin thereby reducing or 
eliminating conditions Which lead to or aggravate skin 
irritation, bed sores and the like. Because the absorbent 
article can dry quickly Without removing the user therefrom, 
the absorbent capacity of the article is not limited by the 
amount of retained moisture. As a result of this advantage, 
the article incorporating the material of the present invention 
has to be changed and Washed less often than previous 
absorbent products and is therefore less expensive to use. 

Absorbent pads may also be provided With a slip-resistant 
outer layer to prevent the pads from slipping out of position 
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10 
When a user moves about While sitting, lying or standing on 
the pad, Which ensures protection of the underlying article 
from, for example, the incontinent user’s excrements or 
?uids. To accomplish slip-resistance, the underside of the 
moisture impermeable layer can be treated With a slip 
resistant coating While retaining the moisture impermeable 
characteristics of the bottom layer and at the same time 
preventing slippage of the pad. Any suitable slip-resistant 
coating can be used as is Well knoWn in the art. Preferably, 
the slip-resistant coating is polyvinyl chloride Which is 
available from Bradford Industries of LoWell, Mass., USA. 

Optionally a layer of soft, non-re?ective, non-abrasive 
material may be positioned over the absorbent material and 
next to the clothing or skin of a user. The body-side layer is 
preferably in the form of a fabric layer and more preferably 
is a knitted polyester fabric. The knitted polyester fabric may 
be obtained from any suitable source such as Guilford 
Industries of Greensboro, NC, USA. HoWever, it is to be 
understood that the body-side layer may be made of other 
materials and other knitted, Woven or non-Woven construc 
tions as desired and as are Well knoWn in the art. Preferably 
the body-side layer is permeable to but does not absorb 
moisture, and does not shift, ?atten, or lump after Washing. 
The body-side layer of the absorbent article positions itself 
next to the user’s skin to prevent cha?ng, aid in the preven 
tion and aggravation of bed sores and can be used as 
padding. The body-side layer fabric also absorbs and con 
ducts radiated body heat to the absorbent material Which acts 
to vent such heat through the breathable outer layer thereby 
reducing heat in the area of the skin tissue of the user. The 
absorbent material and body-side layer may be held together 
by stitch means through the tWo materials pulling the layers 
together in a plurality of locations and de?ning a quilted 
construction. 

Instead of an added body-side layer, the method of 
making the absorbent material of the present invention may 
incorporate an embossing step Wherein a surface of the 
material is embossed using a heated rolling die. Due to the 
unique structural properties of the present material, the 
resulting absorbent material Withstands the embossing step 
Without adverse effect to its absorbent properties. The 
embossed material presents a tight, yet soft body-side layer. 
The body-side layer of the absorbent article may have a 

hydrophilic ?nish and/or an antimicrobial ?nish. The hydro 
philic ?nish assures rapid dissipation and absorption of ?uid 
into the absorbent material leaving the entire top surface of 
the pad coming into contact With the skin or clothing of the 
user feeling substantially dry. The antimicrobial ?nish 
assures that any bacteria coming into contact With the ?nish 
Will be killed upon continued contact With the ?nish. Any 
suitable hydrophilic or antimicrobial ?nish knoWn in the art 
may be used. An exemplary hydrophilic ?nish Which has 
been used is Milatese Which is available from Guilford 
Industries of Greensboro, NC, USA. 
Where the absorbent article is for use as a Wound 

dressing, a suitable non-stick, gauZe-like material may be 
used as the body-side layer. One such material is DELNET, 
Which is available from Foss Manufacturing Company, Inc. 
of Hampton, NH, USA. 
The layers may be secured together by any suitable means 

knoWn in the art including binding tape, Whip-stitching, 
adhesives, lamination and the like. For example, for absor 
bent pads the preferred securing means is binding tape 
Which overlaps the layers of the pad and is bound to the 
edges of the pad by means of stitching. Stitching surrounds 
the outer perimeter of the absorbent pad and is stitched to the 



5,879,487 
11 

top and bottom of the binding and through the respective 
layers. The binding tape surrounds and protects the periph 
eral edges of the layers and de?nes the peripheral outline 
thereof. The binding tape may be any suitable tape knoWn in 
the art and may be made of any suitable material. Preferably 
the binding tape is made of polyester. 

The article comprising the absorbent material of the 
present invention is suggested for use as a reusable, Wash 
able undergarment or brief or absorbent pad for nursing 
homes, hospitals and state and federal institutions. For 
example, an undergarment or pad has particular use in 
keeping an incontinent patient, a surgical patient or anyone 
subject to the drainage of body ?uids dry and comfortable 
While also protecting clothing, bedding and other furniture 
from damage. For this use, the undergarment is Worn or the 
pad is placed on top of the patient’s bedding or Wheelchair 
With the outer layer facing against the bedding or chair. 
Thus, the absorbent material serves to absorb the patient’s 
eXcrements of ?uid While the ?uid impervious outer layer 
prevents these eXcrements or ?uids from passing through 
and Wetting or soiling clothing, the bedding material or the 
chair fabric upon Which the pad is placed. The absorbent 
article of the present invention can also be used as a mattress 
pad for a burn bed, a bumper pad, a baby’s crib pad, as a 
diaper or an apron or vest With the same idea incorporated, 
that the clothing Will be protected from liquid. The absorbent 
pad is easily adaptable for use on a bed, chair, Wheelchair, 
or the like. Absorbent underpads placed on tables such as 
operating tables, examination tables and the like serve a 
similar function. Absorbent pads may also be used as 
sanitary pads adjacent to toilets or urinals and, if ?ame 
resistant, as a safety pad adjacent to stoves or the like Where 
grease and other liquids may be spilled. 

The previously described embodiments of the present 
invention have many advantages, including an aversion to 
Wetting back due to the material’s compression resistant 
properties preventing Wet collapse. The ?ber structure of the 
material combined With the high interior void space and 
surface area results in an absorbent material Which effec 
tively and rapidly acquires and holds ?uid thereby prevent 
ing the ?uid from returning to the surface of the material 
even under pressure. Thus, the liquid stored in the interior of 
the absorbent is no longer able to penetrate the surface layer 
to re-Wet the eXterior. 

Further, the open, loose nature of the fabric enhances the 
absorption capabilities of the present invention. Fluids do 
not have to penetrate a dense ?ber composition, thus elimi 
nating a source of pooling and the need for pressure or effort 
to push the ?uids through the fabric. The absorbency and 
retentivity of the material of the present invention are of a 
level normally associated With more highly absorbent 
materials, including hydrophilic materials such as rayon and 
cotton Which are subject to Wet collapse. 

Another advantage of the present invention is the mate 
rial’s ability to quickly and permanently remove Wetness 
from its surface. Due to the increased surface area for 
absorbance Within the fabric and the action of the vertical 
bundles Wicking ?uid into the interior aWay from the sur 
faces and trapping the ?uid Within the interior of the fabric, 
the surface of the material feels dry even When a consider 
able amount of ?uid is Within the material. Also, once the 
surface is Wetted, the poWer of the material to draW the ?uid 
into the inner portion provides a dry surface layer. An 
incontinent undergarment or brief or absorbent pad con 
forming to the present invention displays the advantage that 
it can absorb a large quantity of ?uid Which does not again 
reach the surface of the absorbent material With the result 
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12 
that the surface of the material becomes dry again. This “stay 
dry” effect has heretofore not been available in a reusable 
absorbent material. Thus, the present invention represents 
the ?rst reusable absorbent material With a stay dry effect 
With no Wet back in combination With dramatic absorbency. 

As used in a breathable absorbent article, such as for use 
by anyone subject to drainage of body ?uids, the absorbent 
material provides maXimum absorbency and comfort to 
persons coming into contact thereWith and further results in 
a dried ?uid absorbent layer a very short time after such 
layer becomes Wet. The material is comfortable and does not 
collapse When Wet continuing to provide cushioned protec 
tion. 

Moreover, the material of the present invention is a 
durable heavy duty fabric intended primarily for use in 
reusable and Washable undergarments, briefs, pads and other 
hygiene products. The material is designed to Withstand 
countless machine Washings and shoWs the ability to With 
stand eXposure to soap, bleach, and high temperatures of 
Wash and dry cycles using regular institutional laundry 
procedures Without signi?cant loss in its absorbency or other 
properties. Because it is manufactured of light-Weight 
materials, it dries rapidly. 
The material is available in roll form for easy conversion 

to pads or other uses. The material is easily cut and trimmed 
Without fraying and produces components With good dimen 
sional stability. Absorbent articles constructed in accordance 
With the teachings of the present invention may be dispensed 
individually Wrapped and in sterile condition in paper enve 
lopes or in unsterile rolls of the material so that attendants 
may cut from the rolls pads of desired siZe. Depending on its 
use, an absorbent article can be manufactured of any siZe, 
such as for the complete protection of a standard hospital 
bed or for use in a chair or Wheelchair. The layers can be dye 
cut to desired dimensions and the edges can be sealed by 
binding tape and stitching. Where the article comprises more 
than tWo layers it is preferably quilted to prevent the 
moisture absorbent layer from bunching up or shifting. 

Construction of the reusable absorbent material may be 
shoWn by the folloWing nonlimiting eXample. A homog 
enous ?ber blend Was produced comprising 70% by Weight 
of 1.5 denier, 1.5 inch ?bers; 25% by Weight of 3 denier, 3 
inch ?bers; and 5% by Weight 7 denier, 3 inch ?bers. Prior 
to being needle punched, the ?bers Were run through high 
ef?ciency cards to produce an open Web of about 0.5 to 
about 1.0 ounces per square yard. The Web Was then 
cross-lapped to give a batt With 13 layers. Needle punching 
Was performed using a Fehrer NL/9S tacking loom as the 
doWn-punch loom, and a Fehrer NL/21R/S as the up-punch 
loom. High ef?ciency 38 gauge tacking needles Were used in 
both needle loom positions. The looms had a needle punch 
depth of about 0.35 inches and a needle punch density of 840 
penetrations per square inch. The ?nished fabric had a 
Weight of about 13 ounces per square yard and a gauge of 
about 0.180 inches. As a ?nishing step, the material Was 
rolled over an oil-heated can at a temperature of about 370° 
F. The time spent on the can Was about 36 seconds. After 
rolling over the can the fabric Was cooled at ambient 
temperature. The resultant fabric had an absorbency of about 
1000%. 
While the present invention has been described in con 

siderable detail in connection With particular embodiments 
thereof, it Will be understood, of course, that We do not 
intend to limit the invention to those embodiments since 
modi?cations may be made by those skilled in the art, 
particularly in light of the foregoing teachings. For eXample, 
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the disclosed absorbent material may have a myriad of uses 
outside the personal hygiene and incontinence areas. On the 
contrary, We intend to cover all alternatives, modi?cations 
and equivalents as may be included Within the spirit and 
scope of the invention as de?ned by the appended claims. It 
is, therefore, contemplated by the appended claims to cover 
any such modi?cations as incorporate those features Which 
constitute the essential features of these improvements 
Within the true spirit and the scope of the invention. There 
fore the spirit and scope of the appended claims should not 
be limited to the description of the preferred versions 
contained herein. 

I claim: 
1. Amethod for making an absorbent material, the method 

comprising the steps of: 
forming a ?ber Web, the ?ber Web comprising from about 

50 to about 75 percent by Weight of a ?ber having 
?neness less than about 3 denier, from about 25 to 
about 50 percent by Weight of a ?ber having ?neness 
ranging from about 3 to about 5 denier, and from about 
3 to about 7 percent by Weight of a ?ber having ?neness 
greater than about 5 denier, based on a total Weight of 
the blend, and 

mechanically bonding the Web providing ?ber bundles 
transverse to the plane of the Web. 
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2. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 

in claim 1, Wherein the Web forming step comprises pro 
viding a carded non-Woven ?ber Web. 

3. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 1, further comprising the step of rolling the material 
over a hot can. 

4. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 1, Wherein the mechanical bonding step comprises 
needle punching. 

5. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 4, Wherein the needle punching step comprises 
using a needle punch density ranging from about 700 to 
about 900 penetrations per square inch. 

6. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 1, further comprising the step of cross-lapping the 
Web to from a layered batt. 

7. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 6, Wherein the cross-lapping step comprises form 
ing a batt having at least about 8 layers. 

8. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 1, further comprising the step of applying a ?uid 
impermeable coating to a surface of the Web. 

9. A method for making an absorbent material as recited 
in claim 1, further comprising the step of embossing a 
surface of the Web. 


